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INTRODUCTION 


The Survey of English Literature from Anglo-Saxon to Renaissance 
expose Students to the Historical studies of Literature which is termed 
as a diachronic perspective on literature, it entails the study of literary 
periods, movements, trends, doctrines and writing practices. The 
Social correlations of Historical antecedences forms the basis of these 
periods to be studied under this course. 


THE ANGLO-SAXON INVADERS 


Anglo-Saxons came to Britain in the latter part of the fifth century 
A.D. and eventually established their kingdoms there, were the 
founders of what we can properly call English culture and English 
literature. They gave England its name, its language, and its-links with 
"Germania," that great body of Teutonic - peoples whose migrations 
disrupted the Roman Empire and utterly changed the face of Europe. 
Some four hundred years before they arrived in Britain, the Roman 
historian Tacitus had given his account of the Germanic peoples and 
how they looked to his civilized Roman eyes; and though we can see 
that Tacitus’ Germania idealizes the barbarians in order to hold up the 
noble savage as an example to decadent Rome, we can nevertheless 
trace in his account something of the qualities of these people as they 
emerge out of the mists of history and legend at a later period. To the 
Romans, whose world they threatened and finally overcame, they 
were "barbarians;" appearing out of nowhere to endanger, with their 
primitive vigour and alien ways of thought, both the political structure 
of the empire and the ideological structure of Greco-Roman thought. 
After the Roman Empire had become Christianized, the contrast 
between barbarian and Roman was even more striking, for the former 
were heathen and their life and their Society reflected heroic ideals far 
removed from Roman Christian theory or practice. Yet the history of 
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much of Europe in the so-called "Dark Ages" is the story of the 
gradual fusion of these two ways of life and thought, the growing 
together of barbarian and Christian and the grounding of both in an 
appropriately modified phase of the Greco-Roman tradition. 


It reveals a historical process that follows the general European 
pattern, yet in some moments having its particular manifestations. A 
special problem here is the establishment of some exact periods in the 
development of both British and world literature. In most general 
terms, literature is regarded as passing through three major periods: 
ancient, medieval and modern, whereas since the middle of the 
twentieth-century humanity is in the post-modern period, a period 
claimed to represent the transition to globalization. The first period in 
European literature is the classical period of ancient Greece and 
Rome, rejected and replaced by Middle Ages. Concerning British 
literature in Middle Ages, historians have noticed the discrepancy 
between English and general world/European conditions: first, English 
literature does not have an ancient period, like Greece, Rome, Egypt, 
China, or India, and, second, its actual medieval period starts much 
later than the European one, which is the eleventh/twelfth-century, for 
the simple reason that there was no English nation at all until that 
period. It was the fifth-century that saw the invasion of the British 
islands by the Anglo-Saxon tribes coming from the Continent, which 
lasted for more than a century, and then the formation, the „becoming“ 
of these people as English for more than four centuries, which marked 
a period called in the history of English nation, language and literature 
as ,,Anglo-Saxon” ог ,,Old English”. Conquered in their turn by the 
Normans in the eleventh-century, the newly formed English nation 
enters now „officially“ into Middle Ages that lasted for centuries until 
around 1500. The medieval period is in its turn rejected and replaced 
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by the age of Renaissance, which is considered either as the first part 
of the modern period that lasted until the middle of the twentieth- 
century, or as a period of transition from Middle Ages to modern 
period, now conceived as lasting 


ANGLO-SAXON’S POETRY 


The history of English poetry begins from the middle of the 7th 
century. The earliest surviving manuscripts are dated from the 10th 
century. Much of the poetry was written in Latin, Brythonic and 
Anglo-Saxon languages its poetry is categorized by the manuscripts in 
which it survives, rather than its date of composition. The most 
important manuscripts are the four great poetical codices of the late 
10th and early 11th centuries known as the Caedmon manuscript, the 
Vercelli Book, the Exeter Book, and the Beowulf manuscript. Beowulf 
is the only heroic epic to have survive d entirely but fragments of 
others such as Waldere and the funnesburg Fragment are also 
available. Other genres include much religious verses, from devotional 
wo rks to biblical paraphrase such as “The Wanderer’, “The 
Seafairer” and “The Ruin”. 


Anglo-Saxon depends on alterative verse for its structure. The poetry 
is formulaic, drawing on a common set of stock phrases and phrase 
patterns, applying standard epithets to various classes of characters, 
and depicting scenery with such recurring images as the eagle and 
wolf, which wait during battles to feast on carrion, and the ice and 
snow, which appear in the landscape to signal sorrow. Several wars 
took place which shaped the history and language of England. 


Old English poetry was bold and strong, but also mournful and elegiac 
in spirit. This poetry emphasizes the sorrow and ultimate futility of life 
and the helplessness of humans before the power of fate. Almost all 
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the poetry is composed without rhyme, in which a line or verse of four 
stressed syllables alternate with an indeterminate number of unstressed 
syllables. Another unfamiliar feature in the formal character of Old 
English poetry is structural alliteration or the use of syllables 
beginning with similar sounds in two or three of the stresses in each 
line. All these features of form and spirit are exemplified in the epic 
poem Beowulf an Old English epic poem consisting of 3,182 
alliterative lines. It is one of the most important works of Old English 
literature. 


THE LIFE AND DEATH OF SCYLD. 


The famous race of Spear-Danes. 

Lo! the Spear-Danes’ glory through splendid achievements 

The folk-kings’ former fame we have heard of, 

How princes displayed then their prowess-in-battle. 

Scyld, their mighty king, in honor of whom they are often called 
Scyldings. 

He is the great-grandfather of Hrothgar, so prominent in the poem. 
Oft Scyld the Scefing from scathers in numbers 

5 

From many a people their mead-benches tore. 

Since first he found him friendless and wretched, 

The earl had had terror: comfort he got for it, 

Waxed ‘neath the welkin, world-honor gained, 

Till all his neighbors o’er sea were compelled to 

10 

Bow to his bidding and bring him their tribute: 

An excellent atheling! After was borne him 

A son is born to him, who receives the name of Beowulf—a name 
afterwards made so famous by the hero of the poem. 
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A son and heir, young in his dwelling, 

Whom God-Father sent to solace the people. 

He had marked the misery malice had caused them, 
15 

1That reaved of their rulers they wretched had erstwhile2 
Long been afflicted. The Lord, in requital 

Wielder of Glory, with world-honor blessed him. 
Famed was Beowulf, far spread the glory 

Of Scyld’s great son in the lands of the Danemen. 
The ideal Teutonic king lavishes gifts on his vassals. 
20 

So the carle that is young, by kindnesses rendered 
The friends of his father, with fees in abundance 
Must be able to earn that when age approacheth 
Eager companions aid him requitingly, 

When war assaults him serve him as liegemen: 


By praise-worthy actions must honor be got 

‘Mong all of the races. At the hour that was fated 

Scyld dies at the hour appointed by Fate. 

Scyld then departed to the All-Father’s keeping 

Warlike to wend him; away then they bare him 

To the flood of the current, his fond-loving comrades, 

30 

As himself he had bidden, while the friend of the Scyldings 
Word-sway wielded, and the well-lovéd land-prince 

Long did rule them.3 The ring-stemméd vessel, 

Bark of the atheling, lay there at anchor, 

Icy in glimmer and eager for sailing; 

By his own request, his body is laid on a vessel and wafted seaward. 
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35 
The belovéd leader laid they down there, 
Giver of rings, on the breast of the vessel, 
The famed by the mainmast. A many of jewels, 
Of fretted embossings, from far-lands brought over, 
Was placed near at hand then; and heard I not ever 
40 
That a folk ever furnished a float more superbly 
With weapons of warfare, weeds for the battle, 
Bills and burnies; on his bosom sparkled 
Many a jewel that with him must travel 
On the flush of the flood afar on the current. 
45 
And favors no fewer they furnished him soothly, 
Excellent folk-gems, than others had given him 
He leaves Daneland on the breast of a bark. 
According to Albert Tolman (1887), Anglo-Saxon poetry has various 
qualities which are: 
conciseness and vigour; 
repetition of thought with variation of expression; 
disconnectedness; 
freedom from the sensual and idealization of the common; 
seriousness and 
tenderness. 


CONCISENESS AND VIGOUR 


The extreme emphasis resulting from accent and alliteration combined 
in the same syllables naturally goes with a highly intense, vigorous 
style. Anglo-Saxon poetry is always more than lively, it is intense. The 
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Anglo-Saxon verse demands strong nouns, adjectives, and verbs; and 
these, of necessity, state the thought with brevity and power. 


Repetition of Thought with Variation of Expression 


The Anglo-Saxon poet repeats his ideas in every possible way, but not 
his words. The repetition of the main idea is made enjoyable by the 
constant variation of the language. Each repetition must emphasize 
some new phase or characteristic by the use of new terms. This 
repetition with variation takes many forms. A noun may have three to 
four appositional phrases scattered through all parts of the sentence, or 
there may be complete parallelism of successive sentences, which is a 
favourite form of expression. But parallelism is evidently not a 
principle with the Anglo-Saxon poet. The principle is as it has been 
stated. This is an illustration from Beowulf: 


The round the mound the battle-brave rode, 
Sons of athelings, twelve in all, 
Wished to tell their sorrow, bewail the king, 


Wreak their words, and speak of the man. (Beowulf 3131). 


Disconnectedness 


Ideas are usually expressed in disconnected manner in Anglo-Saxon 
poetry, though it is hard to generalize. Here and there, especially in the 
later poetry, passages can be found in which the rhetoric is really 
elaborate and the connections of thought are very fully indicated. This 
is true of the part of “Genesis”. There is an instance of 
disconnectedness made expressive: 
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Alas! Had I control of my hands, 

And could I for a time get loose, 

Be free for one winter-hour, then I with this troop — 
But about me lie iron-bonds, 


The rope of fetters rides me. (Genesis 368) 


Freedom from the Sensual and Idealization of the Commonplace 


Anglo-Saxon poetry is devoid of sensuality and idealization of the 
commonplace. There are no Anglo-Saxon love poems. The entire 
absence of the relation of lover and maid from this poetry, and the 
scanty references to that of husband and wife, are very striking. A 
woman appears but rarely, and then as the noble, honoured spouse, 
chaste and dignified. She is her husband’s best and dearest friend. The 
relation, who is dearest of all to Anglo-Saxon poetry, is that of lord 
and follower. The true Lord loves his subjects dearly. He is the kind 
friend and guardian of all. Beowulf and Hrothgar grieve over the 
sufferings of their harassed people. It reminds one of the Christian 
conceptions of Christ’s followers; that they constitute his very body. 
“The Wanderer”, one of the most touching poems of the Anglo- 
Saxons, is the lament of a poor solitary follower over his dear, dead 
lord-friend. 


The idealization of all that is commonplace permeates Anglo-Saxon 
life and poetry. Etiquette is a prime consideration with the Anglo- 
Saxon; and no good warrior fails in the definite ceremonials which are 
evidently considered of very great importance. The poem Beowulf is 
full of interesting details of court and warrior life. This life is all 
idealized, and nothing gross appears. Every person and object is 
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exalted almost to a state of perfection, or is dismissed from sight and 
mentioned as completely bad. 


Seriousness 


There was an ethical sternness and a grand earnestness in the Anglo- 
Saxons, which was mirrored in an all-pervading seriousness of style. 
A great fondness for moralizing appears everywhere. The shortness 
and uncertainty of life are constantly called up. A remarkable instance 
of moralizing is offered in “Beowulf”, when the hero has just killed 
Grendel“s mother and so exterminated the hated race. The tone was 
always serious compared to some of the poems written during the 
renaissance. 


Tenderness 


The Anglo-Saxons were as tender and thoughtful as they were brave. 
The vast problems of life and death oppress the hearts which do not 
quake before the enemy. Elegiac pathos, tender mournfulness, is then, 
an important feature of Anglo-Saxon style. “Beowulf” is full of it. 
“The Wanderer” has lost his dear lord and is friendless in the world. 


Often the fugitive findeth mercy, 
The mildness of God. Moody and weary, 
Wandering ever over the water-way, 
Hath he with hands of toil, homeless and sad, 
Stirred the sea, rime-cold. Rigorous fate (The Wanderer). 


Behind every joy and at every banquet, to the mind of the Anglo- 
Saxon, wait disappointment and sorrow. 





Page 10 of 11 


ENG2208 —- SURVEY OF ENGLISH LITERATURE FROM ANGLO-SAXON TO RENASSAINCE 





from the seventeenth-century Enlightenment to the middle of the 
twentieth century. 


THE RENAISSANCE PERIOD 


The Renaissance was a fervent period of European cultural, artistic, 
political and economic “rebirth” following the Middle Ages. 
Generally described as taking place from the 14th century to the 17th 
century, the Renaissance promoted the rediscovery of classical 
philosophy, literature and art. Some of the greatest thinkers, authors, 
statesmen, scientists and artists in human history thrived during this 
era, while global exploration opened up new lands and cultures to 
European commerce. It is credited with bridging the gap between the 
Middle Ages and modern-day civilization. 


From Darkness to Light: 


The Renaissance 


The art and literature of Renaissance already reveal the two 
contradictory but co-existing aspects of ‘innovation’ (for instance, 
sonnet in poetry) and ,,tradition” (the revival of ancient models, as, for 
example, in Renaissance tragedy), and a more detailed consideration 
agrees that henceforth the growth of literature displays a rather 
complex picture. 


Greek and Roman mythologies and philosophies served as the 
inspirational material for a new wave of artistic creation. The 
emergence of the innovative spirit in literature continues after 
Renaissance as the Baroque period (metaphysical poetry in English 
literature, also considered by some critics as the last manifestation of 
British Renaissance), but this cultural extravaganza is rejected and 
suppressed by the much stronger and dominant traditional element 
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that, based on the revival of ancient classical artistic doctrine and 
practice, becomes itself a period and dominates as Enlightenment (or 
Neoclassicism in England) the entire social as well as cultural and 
literary background of Europe for more than one hundred years 
starting with the middle of the seventeenth-century. By the middle of 
the eighteenth-century, the doctrine of Enlightenment/Neoclassicism 
is put into practice by the more pragmatic British mind, giving rise to 
Industrialisation and thus determining the decline and end of 
Neoclassicism as a distinct period. It is also the eighteenth-century 
that saw the rise of the novel in English literature, and by the middle 
of the period the rise of the pre-romantic poetry. As a rejection of 
Neoclassicism and the continuation of Pre-Romanticism, the 
Romanticism emerges at the end of the eighteenth-century reviving 
the innovative spirit in literature and breaking the linearity of literary 
development dominated for a long period after Renaissance by the 
traditional and normative principles of the revived ancient classical 
doctrine. Romanticism ends as a regular trend by the middle of the 
nineteenth-century, and henceforth in literature ‘tradition’ and 
‘innovation’ co-exist again under different names and in the 
framework of different movements and trends. 


It can be said to be a cultural movement that profoundly affected 
European intellectual life in the early modern period. The Renaissance 
began from Italy and spread to the rest of Europe by the 16th century. 
Its influence was felt in literature, philosophy, art, music, politics, 
science, religion, and other aspects of intellectual inquiry. Renaissance 
scholars employed the humanist method in study, and searched for 
realism and human emotion in art (Wikipedia). 


In the simplest consideration of the facts, Romanticism gave in the 
second half of the nineteenth-century Symbolism, Aestheticism, 





Page 12 of 11 


ENG2208 —- SURVEY OF ENGLISH LITERATURE FROM ANGLO-SAXON TO RENASSAINCE 





Impressionism, Expressionism, and other manifestations of the 
artistic avant-gardism, which, in the first half of the twentieth-century, 
continue into a more complex range of experimental and innovative 
trends and movements (Surrealism, Dadaism, Cubism, ,,stream-of- 
consciousness” novel, etc.) assembled and assigned together as 
Modernism, which in its turn continues in the second half of the 
twentieth-century as the innovation and experimentation of Post- 
Modernism — this is the component of ,,innovation” in literary history, 
an evolutionary line having its origins in Renaissance, continued in 
Baroque, suppressed by classical tradition but revived Бу 
Romanticism, developed by late nineteenth-century avant-garde trends 
and diversified by the twentieth-century Modernism and Post- 
Modernism. Some elements of the main „enemy“ of Romanticism, 
Neoclassicism, re-appear in the second half of the nineteenth-century 
in the system of the likewise conventional, normative and socially 
concerned Realism which emerges almost unchanged in its thematic 
and structural perspectives in the twentieth-century, opposing with its 
traditional realistic concern the innovatory and experimental art — this 
is the component of ,,tradition” in literary history, an evolutionary line 
having its origins in ancient period, revived in Renaissance, changed, 
developed and institutionalised in the seventeenth- and eighteenth- 
century Enlightenment/Neoclassicism, rejected and replaced by 
Romanticism but present again on the literary scene as the nineteenth- 
century Realism, and continued and diversified by the twentieth- 
century writers of social and realistic concern. To summarise, every 
new literary period, movement, trend results in and rejects the 
previous ones on the basis of the opposition between normative 
tradition and experimental innovation. Tradition and innovation 
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are parts of a single process of literary change and development, 
contrary but interrelated, emerging in different periods under different 
names and in the system of different movements, trends and literary 
works, rejecting and succeeding each other, but from the second half 
of the nineteenth-century to the present day co-existing as two distinct 
dimensions of literature 


Literarily, Renaissance means “rebirth”, and Renaissance thinkers 
believed the period between themselves and the fall of Rome, which 
they labeled the Middle Ages, had seen a decline in cultural 
achievement compared with the earlier eras. Participants intended, 
through the study of classical texts, textual criticism and classical 
techniques, to both reintroduce the heights of those ancient days and 
improve the situation of their contemporaries. 


Features of Renaissance 


The main features of Renaissance include the following: 


1. Realism and expressionism. Realism is the general attempt to 
depict things accurately, from either a visual, social or emotional 
perspective. 

2. Humanism is another feature of Renaissance. Humanism is 
devoted to the study of mankind, instead of the theological 
devotion of the Middle Age. The Renaissance scholars were 
known as “humourists” and their subjects of study came to be 
called the “humanities”. In other words, they emphasized reason, a 
questioning attitude, experimentation, and free inquiry. 

3. It glorified the individual and approved worldly pleasures, viewing 
life as worthwhile for its own sake, not chiefly as a preparation for 
the life to come. 

4. It focused attention upon secular society rather than the medieval 
preoccupation with the church and religious affairs. 
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5. It featured great achievements in literature, art, and science. 
Spenser gave the Queen this on one of her progresses: 

I was promis'd оп a time, 

To have a reason for my rhyme: 

From that time unto this season, 


I receiv'd nor rhyme nor reason. 


The Spenserian stanza and sonnet 
The Spenserian stanza is a fixed verse form invented by Edmund 
Spenser for his epic poem The Faerie Queene (1590-96). Each stanza 
contains nine lines in total: eight lines in iambic pentameter followed 
by a single 'alexandrine' line in iambic hexameter. The rhyme scheme 
of these lines is ABABBCBCC. 
This example is the first stanza from Spenser's Faerie Queene. The 
formatting, wherein all lines but the first and last are indented, is the 
same as in contemporary printed editions. 

Lo I the man, whose Muse whilome did maske, 

As time her taught, in lowly Shepheards weeds, 

Am now enforst a far unfitter taske, 3 


For trumpets sterne to chaunge mine Oaten reeds, 


And sing of Knights and Ladies gentle deeds; 
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Whose prayses having slept in silence long, 6 
Me, all too meane, the sacred Muse areeds 
To blazon broad emongst her learned throng: 


Fierce warres and faithfull loues shall moralize my song. 9 


English Renaissance Literature Characteristics 


1. Reforms in the Institutions 


In the earlier times, literature was dominated by the spirit of religion 
and blind faith. However, in the Renaissance Age, institutions were 
questioned and re-evaluated. Renaissance broadened and took the 
cognitive level of human mind to new heights. 


2. Dominance of Reason 


In the Renaissance age, it was the reason instead of the religion that 
governed human behaviour. The man was free to make the use of his 
power. Now reason dominated all the spheres of life that decreased the 
influence of religion on the people. Most of the blind faiths and 
practices were given up. 


3. Man-Centred Society 


Earlier religion was the centre of interest. Hence the main concern of 
literature was to deal with the religion directly or indirectly. In the 
Renaissance age, the focus shifted from religion to man and man 
became the centre of interest. 
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4. Development of Science 


The age was accompanied by the birth of modern science, 
mathematics, astronomy etc. In the 4™ decade of the 16" century, 
Copernicus replaced Aristotle’s system with the sun, instead of the 
earth at the centre of the universe. 


5. The era of Renowned Names 


The literature of the English Renaissance contains some of the greatest 
names in all world literature: 


e Dramatists: Marlowe, Webster, and Jonson. 
e Poets: Sidney, Spenser, Donne, and Milton. 
e Prose Writers: Bacon, Nashe, Raleigh, Browne, and Hooker. 


6. The Counter-Reformation 


The Counter-reformation also took birth in response to reformation 
soon after the fame of the later touched skies. It began with the 
Council of Trent (1545-1563). The primary objective of this 
movement was to reform the Christian Catholic Church and counter 
the influence of Protestantism. 


ENGLISH-RENAISSANCE-FEATURES 


The Must-Knows of English Renaissance Literature 
(1) Humanism 


In the 5th century BCE,a pre-Socaret philosopher—proposed, "man is 
the measure of all things." What in the (flat) world did he mean by 
that? That that truth is relative. To Protagoras, truth depends on 
"man's" own perspective; you decide what's true and not true, whether 
you're a scientist or a teacher or an auto mechanic. This idea got him 
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into some seriously hot water for a while. But by the time the 
Renaissance rolled around, peeps were so ready to think of humans as 
central to the workings of the universe. So they gobbled this 
humanism business right up. 


(2) Religion vs. Magic 


Yep, the Renaissance was a turbulent time for religion. Between 
dealing with the aftermath of the crusades, centuries of in-fighting, a 
scandalous and the it’s no small wonder some still held onto their 
beliefs in a little These two camps would continue to duke it out 
during the European Renaissance. Especially as all that newfangled 
technology Galileo and others were developing opened up never- 
before-seen worlds to us. Those worlds sure seem magical. Or God- 
made. Or scientific masterpieces. You decide. 


(3) Mathematics, Science & Technology 


Well before took flight at Kitty Hawk in 1903, Renaissance men like 
began tinkering with a number of inventions. They made and We’re 
sure some women must have made some stuff too—if they were ever 
allowed any materials to do so—but. Well. You know. If you thought 
1920s America was sexist, just imagine what 16th-century Europe was 
like. 


(4) Exploration 


Everyone wanted a piece of the brand-new world that was opening up 
to travel and investigation during the English Renaissance. First one to 
the next undiscovered plot of land or sea or sky gets to name it... Or 
stick a flag in it. People sure do like sticking flags in things. 
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(5) Women 


What is a woman anyway? Apparently, this was a question some 
people asked well into the We’re confused (and disappointed) too. But 
Renaissance kids were already grappling with issues of property rights 
and identity and other nascent gender and sex activisms. Les femmes. 


(6) Art 


It wouldn't be the Renaissance without a bit of art talk. Okay, a lot of 
art talk. From architecture to paintings to sculpture and beyond, all of 
Europe was doing its part to make things pretty during this artistic 
rebirth. Ain't no color-by-numbers business here. As for the 
performing arts, it's safe to say our love of movies—from big budget 
blockbusters to quirky indie flicks—had a healthy start in The Theatre. 
No, seriously. The first successful permanent theatre built in England 
was called. 


(7) The Rise of the Merchant Class 


Move over, land-ownin' gentry. Our ships are sailing in. You know, 
the ones carrying blue dye, spices, and. Bam. 


(8) Queen Elizabeth 


One of the most powerful monarchs during the Renaissance, her fleet 
defeated the Spanish Armada. And she helped quell religious strife 
long enough for education, trade, and art to flourish. She even got 
Now that's power. 


(9 and 10) Mythology & the Classic Tradition 


During the Renaissance, people didn't seem too concerned where you 
got your, er, inspiration from. As long as your work was good. 
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Needless to say, poets and playwrights like freely cribbed from recent 
history. And the Bible, and ancient myths. If it was a juicy story, it 
was fair game. All's fair in love and war and art, are we right? 
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